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"T H E  N O R T H  L IT E R A T U R E "
AND THE RING TRILOGY
by M ariann R ussell
J .R .R . T o lk ie n  was f i r s t  known n o t  a s  a c r e a t o r  o f  th e  
"low er m ythology"  o f  " f a ir y  s to r y "  b u t a s  a P r o fe s s o r  o f  
A n glo -S axon  a t  O xford , a s p e c i a l i s t  In  th e  " e a r ly -a g e s"  
c h iv a lr y ,  and a lo v e r  o f  th e  " a lm o st w h o lly  l o s t  a n t iq u i t y  
o f  th e  N orth  and o f  t h e s e  W estern  I s l e s . " 1 A g la n c e  a t  some 
a s p e c t s  o f  T o lk ie n 's  tr e a tm e n t o f  e a r ly  E n g lis h  l i t e r a t u r e  
may how ever sh ed  some l i g h t  on h i s  own c r e a te d  m y th o logy  In  
th e  R ing t r i l o g y .  T o lk ie n 's  comments on B eo w u lf,  M aldon,  
and S ir  Oawain  may I l l u s t r a t e  th a t  c o n c e p t  o f  c h iv a lr y  d e­
v e lo p e d  In  h i s  own f i c t i o n . 2 A n o te  on th a t  t r a d i t i o n  o f  
E n g lis h  c h iv a lr y — se e n  b o th  a s  a cod e o f  m anners and a s  p a r t  
o f  a  r e l i g i o u s  v iew  o f  l i f e — may I l l u s t r a t e  th e  v a lu e s  a t  
th e  c o r e  o f  th e  t r i l o g y .
R ev iew e rs have n o te d  th e  n a r r a t iv e  power o f  J .R .R . T o l­
k i e n ' s  R ing t r i l o g y ,  th e  q u a l i t y  o f  su ch  m y th ic  In v e n t io n s  
a s  th e  E n ti sh  t r e e h e r d e r s  and th e  g o ld e n - le a v e d  f o r e s t  o f  
L o r ie n , and th e  sh e e r  I n v e n t iv e  power d is p la y e d  in  th e  c r e a ­
t io n  o f  a n o th e r  w orld  w ith  I t s  h i s t o r y  and geograp h y d e t a i l ­
ed n o t o n ly  in  th e  n a r r a t iv e  b u t in  m aps, p a le o g r a p h y , c a l ­
e n d e r s , f a m i l y - t r e e s ,  and c h r o n o lo g ic a l  t a b l e s .  The 
q u a l i t y  o f  su ch  Im a g in a tiv e  e f f o r t  i s  n o tew orth y , b u t th e  
p e c u l ia r  q u a l i t y  o f  th e  t a l e  w i l l  n o t  be gra sp ed  u n le s s  i t  
i s  remembered th a t  th e  In v e n te d  h i s t o r y  o f  th e  Second and 
T hird  A g es , w ith  I t s  la n g u a g e s  and la n d s c a p e s ,  I t s  o r e s ,  
t r o l l s ,  w iz a r d s , and h o b b it s  r e v o lv e s  ab ou t th e  q u e s t  o f  th e  
g r e y -c lo a k e d  com panions o f  th e  R in g . The w h o le  c o m p lic a te d ,  
v a r ie d ,  and f a n t a s t i c  w orld  c r e a te d  in  su ch  d e t a i l  by T olk ien  
tu r n s  on a c o n f l i c t  b etw een  good and e v i l  s im i la r  to  th a t  
p r e se n te d  in  th e  f i c t i o n  o f  C h a r le s  W illia m s and C .S . L e w is . 
P a t r i c ia  Spacks h as a lr e a d y  I n d ic a te d  how th e  e t h i c a l  p a t ­
te r n s  o f  th e  t r i l o g y  a r e  in te n d e d  to  co n vey  a t h e o l o g ic a l  
sc h e m e .3 I t  may b e f u r th e r  s t a t e d  t h a t  t h i s  c o n f la t io n  o f  
e t h i c a l  p a t t e r n s  and t h e o l o g ic a l  o u t lo o k  h as fo r  T o lk ie n  a 
t r a d i t i o n  in  th e  e a r ly  E n g lis h  c h i v a l r i c  n a r r a t iv e s .
C e r ta in  e le m e n ts  th a t  T o lk ie n  found in  N orse  and Old 
E n g lish  l i t e r a t u r e  can  b e  found in  th e  R ing t r i l o g y .  The 
dragon o r  worm a s  sym bol o f  undyin g  e v i l ,  th e  n o t io n  o f  men 
and th e  gods f i g h t i n g  to g e th e r  a g a in s t  e v i l  em bodied in  a 
m o n ster , th e  r in g  o f  pow er, and th e  q u e s t  I t s e l f  have t h e i r  
a n te c e d e n ts  in  th e  n o r th e r n  l i t e r a t u r e . 4 T o lk ie n 's  u se  o f  
lan g u a g e  i s  e v o c a t iv e  o f  th e  Old E n g lis h  t r a d i t i o n  j u s t  a s  
su ch  c h a r a c te r s  a s  t r o l l s ,  d w a r fs , and h e r o ic  k in g s  a r e  o f  
th e  N orse  t r a d i t i o n .
More s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  T o lk ie n  s e e s  a c o n t in u in g  t r a d i t i o n  
o f  C h r is t ia n  E n g lis h  c h iv a lr y .  For him th e  word " h e o A -  
werod" r e f e r s  n o t  o n ly  to  th e  A n g lo -S axon  f e l lo w s h ip  bu t  
a l s o  to  th e  e a r ly  C h r is t ia n  f e l lo w s h ip  or  c o u r t .  B e o w u lf 's  
h eorjw erod  i s  an e a r ly  Round T a b le: "The men o f  th e s e
le g e n d s  w ere c o n c e iv e d  a s  k in g s  o f  c h iv a lr o u s  c o u r t s ,  and 
members o f  s o c i e t i e s  o f  n o b le  k n ig h t s ,  r e a l  Round T ab les"  
(P r e fa to r y  N o tes  to  B eo w u lf and F in n . ) .  A rthur in  h i s  c o u r t  
as " th e  lo rd "  and " h is  heortfw erod; th e  Round T ab le"  ("Home­
com ing,"  p . 17) i s  a l a t e r  d evelop m en t o f  th e  same l i t e r a r y  
t r a d i t io n  o f  E n g lis h  c h iv a lr y ,  b e g in n in g  w ith  B eo w u lf ,  con­
t in u in g  w ith  M aldon, and en d in g  w ith  S i r  Gawain, th e  end o f  
th e  " o ld e r -a g e s '  tr e a tm e n t o f  c h iv a lr y ."  That t h i s  i s  con ­
s id e r e d  a C h r is t ia n  t r a d i t i o n  i s  I n d ic a te d  by T o lk ie n 's  com­
ment in  B eo w u lf and F in n .,  p . x x i i ,  w h ich  p a r t i a l l y  in c lu d e s  
even  B eo w u lf  in  th e  t r a d i t i o n  o f  C h r is t ia n  c h iv a lr y .
But in  w hat d o es th e  C h r i s t ia n i t y  o f  t h i s  t r a d i t i o n  l ie ?  
How a re  th e  b a t t l e s  and a d v e n tu r e s , th e  c o d es  o f  w a r fa r e  and 
b r a v e r y , r e la t e d  to  a v a lu e  s t r u c t u r e  w hose c o n te x t  i s  
C h r is t ia n ?
To T o lk ie n  th e  s p i r i t  o f  n o r th e r n  l i t e r a t u r e  c e n t e r s  
upon th e  q u a l i t y  e x p r e s se d  in  th e  w ords o f  B eorh tw old  in
M aldon  ( I I .  8 9 - 9 0 ) ,  " w i l l  s h a l l  be th e  s t e r n e r ,  h e a r t  th e  
b o ld e r ,  s p i r i t  th e  g r e a t e r  a s  our s t r e n g t h  l e s s e n s " :  th e
" d o c tr in e  o f  th e  u tte r m o s t  en d u ran ce in  th e  s e r v i c e  o f  in ­
d o m ita b le  w i l l "  (H om ecom ing," p . 1 3 ) .  To T o lk ie n ,  h ow ev er , 
t h i s  n o r th e r n  s p i r i t  " i s  n e v e r  q u i t e  p u r e , i t  i s  o f  g o ld  and 
an a l lo y "  ( "H om ecom ing,p. 1 4 ) ;  f o r  t o g e th e r  w ith  th e  in d om i­
t a b le  w i l l  g o e s  p r id e :  a  d e s i r e  f o r  r e p u t a t io n  and p e r s o n a l  
g lo r y .  The t r u e  g r e a t n e s s  o f  th e  n o r th e r n  h e r o ic  s p i r i t  i s  
t h e r e f o r e  em bodied n o t  in  th e  c h i e f  who in  B e o w u lf , M aldon, 
and Gawain  d is r e g a r d s  th e  good o f  h i s  h e o r jw e r o d , h i s  com­
pany or  f e l l o w s h i p ,  b u t i s  em bodied in  a l o y a l  su b o r d in a te  
and member o f  th e  h eor?w erod . I t  i s  s u g g e s t e d  th a t  T o lk ie n  
c o n s t r u c t s  h i s  own s t o r y  in  l i k e  f a s h io n ,  u s in g  a company to  
in tr o d u c e  a C h r is t ia n  m eaning i n t o  h i s  t a l e  p a tte r n e d  a f t e r  
th e  n o r th e r n  l i t e r a t u r e .
In  th e  R ing t r i l o g y  th e  n o r th e r n  s p i r i t  o f  man s t r i v i n g  
to  f u l f i l l  an a lm o st  im p o s s ib le  ta s k  can  b e  s e e n  in  th e  c en ­
t r a l  a c t io n  o f  th e  book— F r o d o 's  a tte m p t to  c a r r y  th e  R ing  
o f  Power to  i t s  d e s t r u c t io n  a t  Mount Doom. H ow ever, Frodo 
l i k e  B eow ulf d o es  n o t  a tte m p t to  "do th e  im p o s s ib le  deed"  
a lo n e  b u t h a s a s s ig n e d  to  him  e ig h t  com panions who make up 
th e  F e llo w s h ip  o f  th e  R in g , a modern h eorow erod . The i n t e r ­
io r  s t r u c t u r e  o f  th e  Company f i n a l l y  c h o se n  i s  b a sed  on 
l o y a l t y  to  th e  o th e r  com panions and to  th e  q u e s t  u n d er ta k en . 
T h is  l o y a l t y  in v o lv e s  a c o n s c io u s n e s s  o f  h ie r a r c h y . G andalf, 
th e  w iz a r d , i s  th e  Company's l e a d e r ,  and a f t e r  h i s  tem porary  
rem o v a l, A ragorn , th e  fu tu r e  k in g  o f  th e  w e s te r n  la n d s ,  i s  
th e  le a d e r .  J u s t  a s  th e  h o b b it s  r e s p e c t  t h e s e  l e a d e r s ,  
F r o d o 's  s e r v a n t  Sam t a l k s  " low er c l a s s  and r e s p e c t f u l  and 
n ev er  d e s e r t s  h i s  m a s te r ." 5 The Company's m is s io n  i s  n o t  
a c c o m p lish e d  by th e  h e r o ic  A ragorn o r  G andalf b u t in  th e  
C h r is t ia n  (and m odern) manner by th e  su b o r d in a te  and a n t i ­
h e r o ic  p e r s o n a l i t y  F rod o , and even  h i s  m is s io n  w ould  be im­
p o s s i b le  w ith o u t  th e  h e lp  o f  h i s  " d o g - l ik e  s e r v a n t  Sam w ise."  
( P i t y ,  m ercy , and su b m iss io n  to  th e  o rd er  o f  th e  u n iv e r s e ,  
o th e r  v i r t u e s  o f  th e  Company and e s p e c i a l l y  o f  F rod o , approx­
im ate  th e  C h r is t ia n  v i r t u e  o f  c h a r i t y . )
The Company, h ow ever, d o es  n o t rem ain  t o g e th e r  th rou gh ­
o u t th e  b ook . The manner in  w hich  th e  Company i s  d is r u p te d  
i s  i l l u s t r a t i v e  o f  th e  im pure n o r th e r n  s p i r i t  w h ich  p la c e s  a 
d e s i r e  fo r  r e p u ta t io n  and p e r s o n a l g lo r y  above th e  good o f  
th e  h e o r dw erod . B o r o m ir 's  a ttem p t to  ta k e  th e  r in g  and u se  
i t  f o r  h i s  own p u rp ose  i s  th e  r e s u l t  n o t o f  m a lic e  b u t o f  
th e  m isg u id ed  u se  o f  pow er. B orom ir, a t r u ly  co u ra g eo u s  
p r in c e  o f  Gondor, w ish e s  to  u se  th e  g r e a t  power o f  th e  R ing  
a g a in s t  th e  f o r c e s  o f  e v i l .  H ere i s  h i s  dream: "what c o u ld
n o t a w a r r io r  do in  t h i s  h o u r , a g r e a t  le a d e r ?  What c o u ld  
A ragorn do? Or i f  he r e f u s e s ,  why n o t Boromir? The Ring  
w ould g iv e  me power o f  Command. How I w ould d r iv e  th e  h o s t s  
o f  M ordor, and a l l  men w ould f lo c k  to  my banner ! "6 T h is  
dream i s  c l e a r l y  th e  te m p ta tio n  o f  th e  R in g . The i n c id e n t ,  
e v e n t u a l ly  l e a d in g  to  th e  d is r u p t io n  o f  th e  f e l lo w s h ip  bu t  
n o t  to  th e  abandonment o f  th e  q u e s t ,  i s  a s t r u c t u r a l  trium ph  
fo r  T o lk ie n , f o r  h i s  s t o r y  i s  b u i l t  around th e  s t r u g g le  o f  
th e  weak a g a in s t  th e  s t r o n g , o f  o b e d ie n c e  a g a in s t  p r id e ,  o f  
th e  Company a g a in s t  th e  Enemy. The h ero ism  T o lk ie n  c h o o se s  
i s  th a t  o f  th e  " o b e d ie n t  s u b o r d in a te ,"  F rod o , r a th e r  than  o f  
th e  n a tu r a l  le a d e r ,  B orom ir. The d is r u p t io n  o f  th e  F e llo w ­
sh ip  e n a b le s  us to  fo c u s  on F r o d o 's  low  key h ero ism  w h ile  n o t  
l o s i n g  s ig h t  o f  h i s  co m p an ion s' more s p e c ta c u la r  b a t t l e s .
The lo n e ly  q u e s t  in t o  Mordor and th e  crow eded b a t t l e s  d e­
fe n d in g  Gondor a r e  a l i k e  p a r t  o f  th e  one b a t t l e  o f  th e  few  
a g a in s t  th e  many.
The im age o f  th e  Company in  th e  w o rld  th u s  expands to  
in c lu d e  m ean ings r e la t e d  to  th e  c o n f l i c t  b etw een  good and 
e v i l ,  and u l t im a t e ly  to  p r o j e c t  a h in t  o f  m an's c o n d it io n  in  
th e  u n iv e r s e .  T o lk ie n  h as em bodied " th a t  s t a t e  o f  b e in g
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w h ic h  i s  common to  h u m a n ity  when e v e r y  man f e e l s  t h a t  h e  i s  
in d e e d  f i g h t i n g  f o r l o r n l y ,  i n  a  c a u s e  w h ich  h e  h a r d ly  knows 
an d  i n  w h ich  he  d o e s  n o t  b e l i e v e ,  a g a i n s t  s p i r i t u a l  e n em ies  
an d  i n t e r i o r  t r e a c h e r i e s  who a r e  t r iu m p h a n t  an d  a l l  b u t  
o m n ip o te n t ." 7 T h is  s t a t e ,  in te n d e d  t o  b e  a  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  
a n  a s p e c t  o f  t h e  human c o n d i t i o n ,  a l s o  d e s c r i b e s  f o r  T o lk ie n  
th e  s t a t e  o f  th e  C h r i s t i a n  i n  th e  w o rld  a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  s p i r i t  
em bodied  i n  t h e  e a r l y  E n g l i s h  c h i v a l r i c  p o e t r y .  F o r ,  a s  he  
s a y s ,  "T he C h r i s t i a n  was (an d  i s )  s t i l l  l i k e  h i s  f o r e f a t h e r s ,  
a  m o r ta l  hemmed i n  a  h o s t i l e  w o r l d . " 8 A lth o u g h  th e  R in g  
t r i l o g y ,  a s  P a t r i c i a  S p a c k s  h a s  p o in t e d  o u t ,  en d s  on  a  n o te  
o f  a f f i r m a t i o n ,  T o lk ie n  d o e s  s u c c e s s f u l l y  co n v ey  so m e th in g  
o f  th e  h e r o i c  s p i r i t  o f  n o r t h e r n  l i t e r a t u r e .  The im age o f  
t h e  Company d o e s  s u c c e s s f u l l y  i l l u s t r a t e  t h a t  m o st "m ov ing" 
k in d  o f  h e r o is m , t h a t  o f  o b e d ie n c e  an d  lo v e .
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th e  m a g n if ie d  p e tu l a n c e  o f  a  c h i l d  b u t  a  c o l d l y  a d u l t  v i c e .
To T o lk ie n  p r i d e  m eans t h e  d e l i b e r a t e  p r e f e r e n c e  o f  a  c e r ­
t a i n  im age o f  o n e s e l f  to  o b j e c t i v e  r e a l i t y .  The s e l f  
im age may b e  n o b le ,  g l o r i o u s ,  o r  a  m ere  d i s t o r t i o n  o f  t r u t h ,  
b u t  i n  M id d le - e a r th  th e  p r e f e r r e d  im age r e m a in s  a  d e a d ly  
p e r i l .
7C h a r le s  W il l ia m s ,  P o e tr y  a t  P r e s e n t (L ondon : C la re n d o n  
P r e s s ,  1 9 3 0 ) ,  p .  104.
8
J .R .R .  T o lk ie n ,  "B e o w u lf: The M o n s te rs  an d  t h e  C r i t i c s , "
P ro c e e d in g s  o f  th e  B r i t i s h  A cadem y, 22 ( 1 9 3 6 ) ,  p . 2 6 4 .
ODDS AND ENDS
Som etim es m a n u scr ip ts  g e t  se p a r a te d  from  cover  
l e t t e r s , or th e  p ages o f  e i t h e r  g e t  se p a r a te d  
from each  o th e r .  (We h e a r t i l y  recommend t h a t  
f i n e  in v e n t io n ,  th e  s t a p l e r . )  I f  th e  a u th o r 's  
name and a d d r ess  a re  n o t on b o th  l e t t e r  and MS, 
we are  in  t r o u b le . There are  two su ch  orphans 
among th e  p ap ers I  in h e r it e d  when I became ed ­
i t o r .  One i s  a  l e t t e r  d a ted  January 3 ,  1 9 7 7 , 
c i t i n g  W. H. A uden's poem " C ity  W ithou t W a lls ."  
W ill  th e  w r it e r  k in d ly  s e e k  p e r m is s io n  f o r  us to  
q u ote th e  poem, and w r ite  us a g a in ?  A nother i s  
a r e v ie w , now s a d ly  d a te d , o f  G r o tta -K u r sk a 's  
b io g ra p h y , w r i t t e n  by W en d ell W agner, J r ;  no 
a d d r e s s .
Jerome R osen berg  and M arie N e lso n  a re  owed 
a d d it io n a l  i s s u e s  o f  M y t h l o r e t  w i l l  anyone who 
knows t h e i r  r e s p e c t iv e  a d d r e s se s  p le a s e  c o n ta c t  
th e  W h itt ie r  box number?
We would l i k e  p e r m is s io n  to  p r in t  a  paper by
S i s t e r  Mary Anthony W ein ig , on W ill ia m s , d e l i v ­
ered  a t  th e  MLA c o n v e n t io n  in  December o f  1977 . 
W ill  S i s t e r  Mary W. or anyone who knows h er ad­
d r e s s  p le a s e  g e t  i n  to u c h  w ith  us?
About m id-A ugu st C h r is t in e  S m ith , a r t  e d i t ­
o r ,  r e c e iv e d  a n o t ic e  o f  an  in su r e d  p a r c e l  f o r  
h e r . H ow ever, when sh e  w ent to  th e  p o s t  o f f ­
i c e  to  g e t  i t  th e  c le r k s  co u ld  n o t  f in d  i t .  
S u b seq u en t s e a r c h e s  have n o t  tu rn ed  i t  up.
She was t o ld  i t  was a f l a t  p a r c e l  (presum ably  
c o n t a in in g  artw ork ) and from  somewhere i n  th e  
E a s t ,  b u t no one co u ld  r e c a l l  th e  s e n d e r 's  name. 
I f  you  s e n t  a r t  ab ou t t h a t  tim e and r e c e iv e d  no 
ackn ow led gm ent, you  w ould do w e l l  to  c la im  your  
in su r a n c e  m oney.
M argaret Hannay h as a l e t t e r  in  M y t h l o r e  17 
d e a lin g  w ith  s e v e r a l  p o in t s  made in  a p r e v io u s  
l e t t e r  r e g a r d in g  L ew is and f e m i n i s t s .  The l e t ­
t e r  to  w hich  sh e  i s  r e p ly in g  was n o t ,  how ever, by 
D irk  W. M osig b u t by Mary M. S to lz e n b a c h .
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